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1 INTRODUCTION 
 
 

1-1 
 
 

This discussion paper looks at the potential for transit-oriented development 
(TOD) around ferry terminals.  It has been drafted by Design, Community & 
Environment (DC&E) and Nelson/Nygaard on behalf of the Metropolitan 
Transportation Commission (MTC) to further evaluate and implement the 
Commission’s transit-oriented development policy at ferry terminals in the 
San Francisco Bay Area.   
 
Specifically, this paper assesses MTC’s corridor-level thresholds that quantify 
appropriate minimum levels of development around ferry terminals in new 
ferry “corridors.” 
 
The paper is organized into the following sections: 

♦ Review of background information, including a definition of transit-
oriented development (TOD), a review of existing and proposed ferry 
service in the San Francisco Bay Area, and a review of MTC Resolution 
3434 policy. 

♦ Case studies of ferry TODs in the San Francisco Bay Area.  Case studies 
are examined with regard to: (1) their geographic setting and the implica-
tions of geography on ferry service and development around ferry termi-
nals; (2) the number of jobs and housing within a ½-mile of terminals; (3) 
existing and projected ridership data; and (4) the presence and/or poten-
tial for TOD.  Lessons are drawn from these case studies in order to help 
determine how MTC’s TOD policy should best treat ferry terminals.  
Appendix A contains additional case studies of ferry TODs in three other 
metropolitan areas, including Seattle, New York/New Jersey and Syd-
ney, Australia.  

♦ Analysis of ferry terminals as TOD sites and recommendations to amend 
MTC’s Transit-Oriented Development Policy.  
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2 BACKGROUND INFORMATION 
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This chapter includes background information about ferries as a mode of 
transit, ferry service in the Bay Area, transit-oriented development, MTC 
Resolution 3434, and MTC’s Transit-Oriented Development policy. 
 
 
A. Geography and Infrastructure 
 
In some urban regions, geographical constraints make ferries the best 
available mode of transit.  For example, some parts of Sydney and the Puget 
Sound Region require ferry service for commuting, as is discussed in the case 
studies presented in Appendix A.  In other regions – the San Francisco Bay 
Area and New York Metropolitan Region for example – the presence of road 
and transit connections across the waterways that separate the developed 
parts of a region make ferries a secondary form of transportation. 
 
Even in regions that are not dependent on ferries as a mode of transportation, 
there are important reasons to support and promote ferry service.  The two 
primary reasons include peak congestion relief on Bay Area roadways and 
transit systems like BART, and the creation of pedestrian-friendly waterfront 
TOD nodes.  No ferry terminal should be established unless it will clearly 
fulfill one or both of these goals.1 
 
In the San Francisco Bay Area, ferries can serve to relieve congestion along 
busy transbay corridors with relatively small investments in infrastructure.  
The Bay Area consistently ranks as one of the most congested metropolitan 
areas in the country.  And with population expected to grow from 
approximately 7 million today to 8.5 million by 2025, congestion is projected 
to increase significantly.  Transbay corridors are particularly prone to traffic 
congestion during peak hours, with the Bay Bridge and San Mateo Bridge 
ranking among the worst traffic bottlenecks in the region.   
 
                                                         

1 Ferry terminals that serve the purpose of emergency preparedness may be 
justifiable for some routes.  However, assessing the viability of these terminals is 
beyond the scope of this report and should be dealt with separately. 
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Like the region’s roadways, BART is also constrained in its ability to meet 
the region’s growing demand for transbay trips.  The transbay tube between 
Oakland and San Francisco is already operating at capacity during peak 
hours.  Increasing transportation capacity on these and other transbay routes 
is therefore vital, and ferries represent a cost-effective way to achieve this goal.  
 
Ferries have the additional advantages that they can be put into service 
quickly, are not affected by traffic congestion, and are flexible in terms of 
their routes and the terminals that they can serve.  The flexibility of ferry 
service is especially attractive for a region that is prone to natural disasters; a 
water transit system can provide vital transportation resources for emergency 
planners in the event of an earthquake or other disasters that disable roads, 
tunnels or bridges. 
 
 
B. Ferry Service in the San Francisco Bay Area 
 
This examines past, present and planned ferry service in the Bay Area. 
 
1. Historical and Current Ferry Service in the Bay Area 
Given the large amount of water in the Bay Area, ferries played a defining 
role in the development of the region prior to the advent of the region’s 
major bridges.  The peak years of ferry transit were 1935 and 1936, when 
there were almost 50 different ferry routes throughout the Bay Area that 
carried 50 to 60 million people annually.  Ridership declined quickly toward 
the end of the 1930s, as the Bay Bridge and Golden Gate Bridge were 
completed and increasing numbers of Bay Area residents began to travel by 
car.  In 1958, ferry service on the Bay was discontinued.2 
 
Ferry service began to make a comeback in the late 1960s as a result of 
mounting traffic congestion, transit system emergencies and natural disasters.  
Service to Tiburon was the first to be re-established in the late 1960s.  Today, 
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the San Francisco Ferry Building sees roughly 130 ferry arrivals and 
departures daily, which represents slightly less than half the volume of 
sailings on an average day in the early and mid-1930s. 
 
Aside from the numerous ferry routes that primarily serve tourist travelers 
and dock at Fisherman’s Wharf, there are currently six independently-run 
ferry routes in the San Francisco Bay Area.  These routes provide service 
between the San Francisco Ferry Terminal and points of origin in Alameda, 
Marin and Solano counties.  These routes and their ridership figures are 
shown in Table 2-1. 
 
2. Future Ferry Service 
In 1998, the California State Legislature created the San Francisco Bay Area 
Water Transit Authority (WTA) to oversee the establishment of additional 
new ferry lines as a means to address the renewed interest in ferries as a mode 
of transportation for the San Francisco Bay Area.  The WTA does not 
operate or oversee any of the six ferry routes listed above.  However, it is 
planning seven additional routes that, when complete, will be part of a 13-
route integrated system with terminals that are well-coordinated with land-
side transit.  The WTA will operate these new lines. 
 
The WTA has studied several possible routes for ferry service, and is 
currently planning the seven new routes listed in Table 2-2.   
 
The WTA considers all of these planned routes to be of equal priority.  
However, it is focusing its efforts initially on those routes that have identified 
sources of funding that will fully cover the costs of establishing and operating 
the service.  Those routes are shown in the left-hand column of Table 2-2.  
Routes shown in the right-hand column of Table 2-2 have some identified 
sources of funding, but those sources are not sufficient to fully cover the costs 
of establishing and operating the service.  

                                                                                                                               
2San Francisco Bay Crossings, http://www.baycrossings.com/Achives/ 

2000/01_January/brief_history_of_ferries_on_the_bay.htm, accessed on May 1, 2006. 
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TABLE 2-1 EXISTING FERRY ROUTES IN THE SAN FRANCISCO BAY AREA 

Ferry Route County Operator 

Daily 
Ridership 

(1998) 

Larkspur – San Francisco Marin Golden Gate Ferry 4,300 

Sausalito – San Francisco Marin Golden Gate Ferry 2,650 

Vallejo – San Francisco Solano Baylink Ferry 1,900 

Oakland  – San Francisco Alameda 
Alameda/Oakland 
Ferry 

1,350 

Tiburon – San Francisco Marin Blue and Gold Fleet 1,100 

Harbor Bay – San Francisco Alameda Harbor Bay Ferry 350 

Note: this excludes several tourist-oriented routes including Angel Island and Alcatraz, as 
well as the route to Sausalito that is operated by the Blue and Gold fleet and the route to 
Tiburon that is run by Angel Island/Tiburon Ferry. 
Source: San Francisco Bay Area Water Transit Authority. 

 
TABLE 2-2  WTA PLANNED FERRY SERVICE 

Fully Funded Funding Under Study 

Berkeley – San Francisco  Hercules – San Francisco  

Treasure Island – San Francisco Richmond – San Francisco 

Oakland Jack London Square –  
South San Francisco 

Antioch / Martinez – San Francisco 

 Redwood City – San Francisco 

Source: San Francisco Bay Water Transit Authority. 
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Other services currently being considered include a Redwood City – Oakland 
route and a Port Sonoma – San Francisco route.  These routes are far less 
advanced in the planning process than the routes shown in Table 2-2, both 
because they have less identified funding and because they are not considered 
to be as competitive from a cost-benefit standpoint. 
 
Aside from the Treasure Island route, which will be paid for by a private 
developer with help from federal transportation grants, the majority of 
funding for new WTA routes will come from funds generated through 
Regional Measure 2 (RM2), a ballot initiative that Bay Areas voters passed in 
March 2004.  Under RM2, tolls on the seven State-owned toll bridges in the 
San Francisco Bay Area were raised by one dollar.  Revenue generated 
through the measure helps finance an $11.8 billion Regional Transit 
Expansion Program, adopted by MTC in 2001 as Resolution 3434, which 
focuses on transportation projects that have the potential to reduce 
congestion along toll bridge corridors.3  Resolution 3434 was accompanied by 
a strong directive to develop a policy that would condition the allocation of 
regional discretionary funds for transit expansion projects on supportive local 
land use plans and policies.  This gave rise to the MTC TOD Policy in 2005.  
Resolution 3434 and the MTC TOD Policy are described in greater detail 
below. 
 
 
C. Capital & Operating Cost Comparison 
 
Though ferries will likely never serve a large portion of all Bay Area trips, 
they do have the potential to cost-effectively relieve peak traffic congestion 
on heavily congested transbay routes.  In comparison to expanding transbay 
roadway or BART capacity, expanded ferry service compares very favorably 
from a cost-benefit perspective.  Table 2-3 shows a number of alternative 
options for expanding transbay transportation capacity.  Though operating

                                                         
3 As identified in SB 916 (Chapter 715, Statutes of 2004). 



M E T R O P O L I T A N  T R A N S P O R T A T I O N  C O M M I S S I O N  

W A T E R  T R A N S I T - O R I E N T E D  D E V E L O P M E N T  
B A C K G R O U N D  I N F O R M A T I O N  

 

2-6 

 
 

 

TABLE 2-3  COST-EFFECTIVENESS OF VARIOUS TRANSBAY 
TRANSPORTATION IMPROVEMENT PROJECTS 

Bay Crossings Study Project 

20-Year  
Operating  

Costs in Dollars 
Capital Cost  

in Dollars 

New BART crossing 1.1 billion 7.1 to 10.3 billion 

Mid-Bay Bridge  
(I-238 to I-380)* 

527 million 6.6 to 8.2 billion 

Widen San Mateo Bridge 51 million 1.9 to 2.2 billion 

Dumbarton Bridge  
western approach 

2.7 million 
673 million to  

1.9 billion 
Express bus service/ 
carpool improvement 

532 million 653 million 

Dumbarton and commuter rail service 
– expanded service option from 
Livermore 

284 million 289 million 

Water Transit Authority Plan 
10-Year 

Operating Costs Capital Cost 

New and Expanded Water Transit** 249 million 396 million 

*Note: MTC Commissioners voted July 24, 2002 to remove this project from further 
consideration. 
**Cost figures shown here are for the seven routes listed in Table 2-2. 
Source: San Francisco Bay Area Water Transit Authority, 2003, A Strategy to Improve Public 
Transit with an Environmentally Friendly Ferry System: Final Implementation & Operations Plan, 
page 14. 

costs are often equal to or higher than some of these options, expanded ferry 
service is considerably cheaper in terms of capital costs.   
 
Among the various alternatives studied by the Metropolitan Transportation 
Commission and the Water Transit Authority, expanding BART service 
between the East Bay and San Francisco would be by far the costliest option, 
both in terms of capital and operating costs.  Capital costs for a new BART 
crossing with new San Francisco stops would range from $7.1 to $10.3 billion 
and 20-year operating costs would be roughly $1.1 billion.  A proposed Mid- 
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Bay Bridge linking Interstate 238 and Interstate 380 would also be a very 
expensive option, with capital costs estimated to be in the range of $6.6 to 
$8.2 billion. 
 
In terms of operating expenses, the cost-effectiveness of Bay Area water 
transit service relative to other modes of transit has been somewhat mixed.  
Table 2-4 shows that the Vallejo and the Alameda/Oakland ferry services are 
among the most cost-effective transit routes in the entire Bay Area transit 
with one of the lowest levels of subsidy per seat hour; the Harbor Bay ferry, 
in contrast, is among the less cost-effective transit routes according to the 
same measure.  
 
 
D. MTC’s TOD Policy and Resolution 3434 
 
MTC’s TOD policy, adopted in July 2005 as an update to the agency’s 
Resolution 3434 Regional Transit Expansion Program, aims to capitalize on 
investments in new transit corridors in the region by promoting the 
development of vibrant, mixed-use neighborhoods around new stations.  By 
stimulating the construction of at least 42,000 new housing units along the 
region’s major new transit corridors, the policy is intended to help ease the 
Bay Area’s chronic housing shortage and preserve regional open space, while 
improving the cost-effectiveness of regional investments in new transit 
expansion. 
 
Resolution 3434 is primarily oriented toward rail and bus rapid transit (BRT) 
service, and its terms and conditions reflect this fact.  For example, the 
Resolution assumes that transit runs in “corridors,” which is a term that 
applies most appropriately to rail and BRT services that feature a linear string 
of stations.  MTC’s Resolution 3434 TOD policy initially referred to two 
ferry corridors based on the WTA planned phasing of new ferry service 
(Figure 2-2).  However, by their nature, ferry “corridors” are more flexible 
than rail- or bus-based corridors and individual terminal sites can be treated as 
one or many “corridors.”  When, based on further planning and financial 
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TABLE 2-4   COST-EFFECTIVENESS MEASURES FOR BAY AREA TRANSIT OPERATORS 

Service (Trips) Daily Ridership 

Annual  
Operating Cost  
(Million Dollars) 

Farebox  
Recovery 

(Percentage) 
Operating Cost 
Per Passenger 

Operating 
Subsidy Per 
Passenger 

Subsidy Per Seat 
Per Hour 

Altamont Commuter 
Express Rail 

1,800 8 32 12.12 8.24 3.41 

Santa Clara VTA 21,700 39 10 4.98 4.49 2.72 

Harbor Bay Ferry 300 1 36 11.73 7.51 2.05 

Caltrain 23,900 51 41 5.85 3.45 1.89 

Golden Gate Buses 26,100 50 31 5.21 3.59 1.87 

SF Muni 114,000 92 26 2.22 1.64 1.80 

AC Transit (all) 185,000 184 24 2.72 2.07 1.72 

Golden Gate Ferry 5,100 15 37 7.94 5.00 1.54 

BART 266,000 310 63 3.19 1.18 .75 

Vallejo Ferry 2,000 5 69 7.11 2.20 .67 

Alameda/Oakland 
Ferry 

1,500 3 71 5.76 1.67 $.44 

All Bay Area Fixed 
Route Transit 

1,374,000 $1,364 32% $2.72 $1.85 --- 

Source: San Francisco Bay Area Water Transit Authority, 2003, A Strategy to Improve Public Transit with an Environmentally Friendly Ferry System: Final Implementation & Operations 
Plan, page 19. 
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analysis, WTA phasing plans changed, the previously designated “corridors” 
also had to be modified. 
 
Key elements of Resolution 3434 include the following: 

♦ Corridor-level residential development thresholds to quantify 
appropriate minimum levels of development around transit stations along 
new corridors.  

♦ Specifications for local station area plans that address future land-use 
changes, station access needs, circulation improvements, pedestrian-
friendly design and other key features in a transit-oriented development. 

♦ Creation of corridor working groups that bring together CMAs, city and 
county planning staff, transit agencies, and other key stakeholders. 

 
Here, we focus on the first element, the corridor-level development 
thresholds that are to be achieved.  The current thresholds vary by transit 
type, as shown in Table 2-5, with the more capital-intensive modes requiring 
higher numbers of housing units.  
 
 
E. Ferry Transit and Transit Oriented Development 
 
MTC recognizes that putting a significant number of housing units near ferry 
terminals will not be sufficient to ensure that ferry routes are successful.  
Indeed, neighborhoods around ferry terminals need to be designed in ways 
that make riding transit a natural part of life.  Bearing this in mind, the 
following section discusses basic principles of transit-oriented development 
and considers how both existing and planned Bay Area ferry terminal sites 
can become vibrant transit-oriented communities. 
 
Transit oriented development refers to the clustering of residences, offices, 
shops and services around transit stations.  Successful transit-oriented 
developments or “TODs,” which can be located around rail, ferry or bus 
terminals, provide a variety of land uses in a relatively small land area, and a
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TABLE 2-5   MTC CORRIDOR THRESHOLDS AVERAGE HOUSING UNITS PER 
STATION AREA 

Project Type BART 
Light 
Rail 

Bus 
Rapid 

Transit 
Commuter 

Rail Ferry 
Housing Threshold 
Per Station 

3,850 3,300 2,750 2,200 TBD* 

Note: Threshold applies to units within half-mile of the station.  New below-market rate 
housing is provided a 50 percent bonus towards meeting housing unit thresholds.  In other 
words, one planned below-market rate unit counts as 1.5 units. 
*Originally, a housing threshold of 750 units for all terry terminals – on average – was 
proposed.  This number, however, proved problematic. 

mix of housing types, densities and costs.  Typically, TODs are laid out with 
short, pedestrian-scaled blocks so as to facilitate non-motorized access to 
transit and bolster ridership.    
 
It is important to note that transit-oriented development is fundamentally 
different from transit-adjacent development.  Whereas TODs make streets and 
public spaces the focus of neighborhood activity, transit-adjacent 
developments simply cluster development intensity near transit stations 
without regard to design or layout.  Transit-adjacent development can help 
support a transit service, but it will not deliver the full range of social and 
economic benefits of a true TOD.  A true transit-oriented development 
includes the following characteristics: 4 

♦ The transit terminal is located at the center of a 5- to 10-minute walking 
radius of mixed-use development which means about a quarter to half-
mile from the transit terminal to the TOD’s edge.  The larger ½-mile 
radius is especially relevant to major stations offering access to frequent 
high-speed service. 

                                                         
4 Siegman, Patrick, in Jeffrey Tumlin and Adam Millard-Ball, 2003, “How to 

Make Transit-Oriented Development Work,” Planning Magazine, Special Issue on 
Transportation, May 2003. 
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♦ A balanced mix of uses generates street life around the clock.  There are 
places within the TOD to work, live, learn, relax and shop for daily 
needs. 

♦ The TOD has a fine-grained network of streets, which disperses traffic, 
encourages walking and bicycling, and allows the creation of quiet and 
intimate thoroughfares. 

♦ Transit service is fast, frequent, reliable and comfortable, with a headway 
of 15 minutes or less.  

♦ Roadway space is allocated and traffic signals timed primarily for the 
convenience of walkers and cyclists. 

♦ Traffic is calmed, with roads designed to limit speed to 30 miles per hour 
on major streets and 20 miles per hour on smaller streets.5 

 
The following chapter presents a number of case studies of ferry transit-
oriented development in the United States and Sydney, Australia.  The 
purpose of these case studies is to learn what characteristics help make ferry 
TODs successful or not and, if applicable, to draw lessons that are relevant to 
the San Francisco Bay Area.  

                                                         
5 Belzer, Dena and Gerald Autler, 2002, Transit Oriented Development: 

Moving From Rhetoric to Reality:  Discussion Paper Prepared for The Brookings 
Institution Center on Urban and Metropolitan Policy, The Great American Station 
Foundation. 
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3 CASE STUDIES 
 
 

3-1 
 
 

This chapter discusses transit-oriented development around ferry terminals in 
the San Francisco Bay Area.  Appendix A presents additional case studies of 
ferry terminals and related transit-oriented development in three other 
metropolitan areas: Seattle New York/New Jersey and Sydney, Australia.  
The purpose of these case studies is to understand the role of ferry transit in 
various other large urban regions and to learn about efforts afoot in those 
places to develop neighborhoods surrounding terminals in ways that create 
viable transit-oriented communities that maximize ferry ridership.  Lessons 
are then drawn from these case studies in order to help determine how 
MTC’s TOD policy should best treat ferry terminals in the San Francisco 
Bay Area. 
 
In all four metropolitan regions studied for this report, ferries represent an 
efficient means of transportation from specific communities that are difficult 
to reach using land-based modes.  In particular, Seattle has a relatively large 
number of “ferry-reliant” communities, while Sydney, Australia also features 
a number of areas that are heavily dependent on ferries.  New York/New 
Jersey and the Bay Area have fewer communities that depend on ferries, but 
heavy traffic congestion in these regions make ferries an attractive means of 
travel from select areas.  
 
Each case study below begins with a discussion of regional geography and 
infrastructure.  It then focuses on specific terminal sites, highlighting the 
natural and built environment of the area that lies within a ½-mile walking 
distance of each of the stations, as well as the potential of each of the terminal 
stations for future transit-oriented development.  The focus of the terminal 
site discussion is on origin terminals rather than downtown destinations, 
since the TOD development pattern at downtown destination sites is well-
established in both the Bay Area and most of the other case study regions. 
 
This chapter ends with general observations and conclusions about the role of 
those ferry terminals within the larger ferry transit system of which they are 
part, and in turn, the role of ferry transit within the region. 
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TABLE 3-1  MORNING PEAK TRAVEL BY FERRY IN SEATTLE, SYDNEY,  
NEW YORK/NEW JERSEY AND THE SAN FRANCISCO BAY AREA 

 Total AM Peak 
Ferry Trips 

Regional Employment 
(Excludes individuals who work 

at home, except for Sydney) 
New York/ 
New Jersey 

34,000 9,048,600 

Sydney     10,500** 1,524,400 

Seattle   8,600 1,445,700 

San Francisco Bay 
Area 

  5,800 3,088,800 

**On an average weekday, Sydney Ferries records an average of 35,000 trips.  This calculation 
assumes that 30 percent of weekday ferry trips occur during the morning peak.  This represents 
the same proportion of commuter train trips that occurs during the morning peak.1 

Sources: 2000 U.S. Census; jobs data from the Federal Highway Administration;2 New York 
ferry ridership calculated using data from the New York Metropolitan Council, Hub Bound: 
2003: Travel Report February 2006, page 3-38; Sydney ridership from the [Australian] Transport 
Data Centre.  

A. San Francisco Bay Area 
 
The San Francisco Bay Area, which comprises over 100 cities and stretches 
over nine counties, is home to over seven million inhabitants.  The City of 
San Francisco is the preeminent cultural and economic center in the region, 
although it is no longer the most populous city, having been surpassed in the 
1990 Census by San Jose.   
 

                                                         
1[The Australian] Transport & Population Data Centre, 2003, Train Users in 

Sydney, November 2003, page 1. 
2 Federal Highway Administration, Journey to Work Trends in the United 

States and its Major Metropolitan Areas 1960 – 2000, Publication No. FHWA-EP-03-058, 
2003 (http://www.fhwa.dot.gov/ctpp/jtw/jtw4.htm). 
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1. Geography and Infrastructure 
San Francisco Bay lies at the center of the Inner Bay Area and separates San 
Francisco from large population centers in the East Bay.  As such, it 
represents a significant barrier to land-based travel, forcing commuters onto a 
limited number of heavily crowded trans-bay routes, including a number of 
bridges and the Transbay Tube that is used by commuter trains belonging to 
the Bay Area Rapid Transit (BART) system.  Transbay travel is vitally 
important to the health of the regional economy, since the Bay separates so 
many of the important populations in the region, especially San Francisco 
and Oakland.   
 
A distinguishing feature of travel in the San Francisco Bay Area is the 
extremely high percentage of all transit trips having San Francisco’s Central 
Business District as their final destination.  Indeed, 49 percent of all work-
related transit trips in the region have San Francisco’s 2½-square-mile CBD as 
their destination.  
 
Ferries currently play a small role in the overall travel pattern of the region.  
However, there is growing concern that there are too few ways to cross San 
Francisco Bay, particularly between Oakland and San Francisco.  The Bay 
Bridge is often regarded as an especially weak link in the region’s 
transportation system because it carries such a large proportion of all cross-
Bay travel, is frequently congested, and is not seismically stable.  BART offers 
one alternative means of crossing the Bay, but it too is limited in its ability to 
serve the large and growing demand for transbay trips.  New ferry service in 
the Bay Area is thus being promoted as an easy and cost-effective way of 
adding transbay transportation capacity. 
 
According to market research commissioned by the Water Transit Authority, 
ferry patrons in the San Francisco Bay Area tend to be higher-income 
professionals who have traditionally been unwilling to regularly use other 
forms of transit.  According to this market research, Bay Area travelers most 
likely to ride water transit place a high value on their personal travel 
experience want to arrive at their destination as quickly as possible and want 
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to help the environment.  Bay Area ferry patrons also tend to be less sensitive 
to transportation costs and are willing to pay a premium to ride the ferry if 
they believe that it represents a more comfortable and pleasant means of 
commuting.3  
 
Past market research conducted by ferry operators in the Bay Area has also 
shown that the distance between the ferry terminal and a commuter’s work 
destination is a strong determinant of ferry ridership.  For example, 
numerous surveys by the Alameda Oakland Ferry Service have shown that a 
significant majority of ferry patrons on the Harbor Bay-San Francisco route 
work within a 5- to 6-block radius of the San Francisco Ferry Building.4 
 
2. Ferry-Oriented Development at Specific Terminals 
Eight local case studies are examined in this section with regard to: (1) 
geographic setting; (2) amount of existing jobs and housing within a ½-mile of 
the station; (3) existing and projected ridership data; and (4) the presence 
and/or potential for TOD.  Unless otherwise noted, all data regarding ferry 
ridership are from the Water Transit Authority, whereas data regarding jobs 
and housing units within a ½-mile radius of the ferry terminals are from the 
Association of Bay Area Governments. 
 
Three of the eight ferry routes studied here are already in operation and are 
part of a total network of seven terminals.  These include Vallejo, Sausalito, 
and Harbor Bay Isle (Alameda), the latter location sometimes referred to as 
Bay Farm Island.  The other five are proposed new routes.  These include 
Berkeley–San Francisco, Richmond–San Francisco, Oakland/Jack London 
Square–South San Francisco, Hercules–San Francisco and Treasure Island–San 
Francisco.  Figure 3-1 shows existing and planned ferry service in the San

                                                         
3 San Francisco Bay Area Water Transit Authority, 2003, A Strategy to 

Improve Public Transit with an Environmentally Friendly Transit System: Final 
Implementation and Operations Plan, page 50. 

4 City of Alameda, Alameda Harbor Bay Ferry Marketing Action Plan 
("MAP"). 2005.  Page 7.  (http://www.alamedaharborbayferry.com/Final_MAP.pdf) 
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TABLE 3-2   RIDERSHIP AND ACCESS MODE FOR SAN FRANCISCO 
BAY FERRY TERMINALS 

Ferry Route 

1998 
Rider-
ship 

2025 
Rider-
ship 

2025 
Walk 
Access 

2025 
Drive 
Access 

2025 
Transit 
Access 

Sausalito-San Francisco 
(existing) 

2,650 4,111 46.8% 46.0% 7.2% 

Vallejo-San Francisco 
(existing) 

1,900 4,423 7.2% 87.3% 5.5% 

Harbor Bay-San Francisco 
(existing) 

350 561 45.5% 48.7% 5.9% 

Berkeley-San Francisco 
(planned) 

– 1,716 2.0% 79.1% 18.9% 

Oakland-South San Francisco 
(planned) 

– 902 0.3% 77.4% 22.3% 

Richmond-San Francisco 
(planned) 

– 2,170 18.1% 74% 7.6% 

Hercules-San Francisco 
(planned) 

– 1,124 32% 53% 15% 

Treasure Island-San Francisco 
(planned) 

– 3,406 61% 0% 39% 

Source: The San Francisco Bay Area Water Transit Authority. 

 
Francisco Bay Area.  Ridership in 1998, as well as projected ridership and 
access mode in 2025 for these routes, are shown in Table 3-2. 
 
a.  Sausalito 
Sausalito is a small town of roughly 7,500 inhabitants, located seven miles 
north of San Francisco across San Francisco Bay and the Golden Gate Bridge.  
Sausalito is a popular tourist destination and is known throughout the Bay 
Area for its historic, pedestrian-oriented downtown core.  The Sausalito 
terminal provides ferry service primarily to the San Francisco Ferry Building, 
but also to Fisherman’s Wharf.  Though not a ferry-dependent community, 
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the only means of reaching San Francisco on land is via the Golden Gate 
Bridge, which is both congested and expensive to cross.  As a result, Sausalito 
stands out within the Bay Area for having a high proportion of residents who 
commute to jobs in San Francisco by ferry. 
 
i. Existing Conditions 

♦ Terminal is located at the mouth of Sausalito’s Inner Harbor, adjacent to 
downtown.  The land/water ratio within a ½-mile of the terminal is 
somewhat low at around 40 percent land.  However, most of Sausalito’s 
compact downtown core lies within this ½-mile radius.  

♦ In 2000, the farebox recovery ratio for the operator of the primary 
Sausalito line, Golden Gate Ferry, was 37 percent. 5 

♦ There are many shops and services in the terminal area, many of which 
are small art galleries and boutiques that cater to tourists.  

♦ The terminal is well integrated into the street grid, although circulation 
in the area is constrained by topography.  As Figure 3-2 shows, the main 
way of traveling through town is on Bridgeway.  The curvilinear street 
network beyond to the west follows the contours of the steep hillside. 

♦ There are 1,278 housing units within a ½-mile of the ferry terminal.6 

♦ Sausalito has a very high number of jobs within a ½-mile of its ferry 
terminal, which reflects the town’s popularity as a tourist destination and 
the high number of service sector jobs that downtown Sausalito supports.  
As Table 3-3 shows, there are 1,242 jobs within a ½-mile of the ferry 
terminal.6  ABAG projects a 35 percent increase in employment near the 
ferry terminal between now and 2030. 

♦ Development near the terminal is constrained by water to the east and a 
steep hillside to the west.  Sausalito’s main downtown street, Bridgeway, 

                                                         
5 San Francisco Bay Area Water Transit Authority, 2003, A Strategy to 

Improve Public Transit with an Environmentally Friendly Transit System: Final 
Implementation and Operations Plan, page 15. 

6 2005 estimate by the Association of Bay Area Governments (ABAG), 
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TABLE 3-3  JOBS AT FERRY TERMINALS 

Jobs Within ½-Mile Radius  
of Ferry Terminal 

Ferry  
Terminal 2005 2030 

Existing Terminals   

Sausalito 1,209 1,682 

Vallejo 2,001 4,126 

Harbor Bay Isle 561 1,155 

Planned Terminals   

Berkeley 102 304 

Hercules 351 1,130 

Richmond 651* 1,783 

South San Francisco 2,545 6,267 

Treasure Island 310 5,111 

Total 7,069 15,316 

Source: ABAG Projections by Census Tract for 2005 and 2030. 
Note:  Areas with major constraints, such as a waterway, which make walking to the 
ferry terminal impossible, are not included in these calculations. 
*The number of jobs listed here assumes that the ferry terminal will be located at the 
tip of the Ford Peninsula, far removed from existing development.  In a study 
regarding the Richmond ferry terminal, Design, Community and Environment 
(DC&E) recommended another site where 1,124 jobs were located within a ½-mile 
radius.  DC&E replicated ABAG’s methodology for calculating the number of jobs in 
this area. 
 
 

♦ runs along Sausalito’s Inner Harbor.  Immediately west of Bridgeway, 
there are a number of large homes that are built on this steep hillside.  
Almost all of the land that lies between the water‘s edge and this hillside 
has already been developed. 
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In 1998, total daily ridership for the terminal was 2,650.  Access mode 
predictions for 2025 show that roughly 47 percent will walk to the 
terminal and 46 percent will drive.  The remaining seven percent will get 
to the terminal via bus.  According to the San Francisco Bay Area Water 
Transit Authority, the high walk mode access to the Sausalito Ferry 
Terminal can largely be attributed to the large number of tourists who 
ride the ferry from Fisherman’s Wharf in San Francisco, walk around 
downtown Sausalito, then return to Fisherman’s Wharf by ferry.  
Sausalito’s compact, pedestrian-oriented built form and the proximity of 
a considerable number of dwellings and jobs near the terminal are 
probably other factors that make walking a convenient means of getting 
to the terminal.7 

 
ii. Potential for TOD 
New TOD near the Sausalito ferry terminal is clearly limited.  Sausalito 
residents are interested in preserving their downtown core in its current 
condition, and in preserving open sightlines to the water in particular.  As 
such, any new development around the ferry terminal, even on the surface 
parking lots surrounding it, seems very unlikely.   
 
As Table 3-3 shows, ABAG projects an increase in jobs in the ½-mile 
surrounding the ferry terminal of roughly 50 percent between 2,005 and 
2,030, from about 1,200 to 1,700.  Thus, if projected job growth in the 
terminal area does materialize, the new jobs will most likely need to be 
housed within existing structures. 
 
b. Vallejo 
Vallejo, a city of roughly 120,000 residents located at the mouth of the Napa 
River in Solano County, is about 30 miles from downtown San Francisco by 
car.  Vallejo’s compact downtown, which is located directly adjacent to the 
waterfront, is entirely contained within a ½-mile radius of the Vallejo Ferry 
terminal.  Though not a ferry-dependent community, travel by land is slow 

                                                         
7 The San Francisco Bay Water Transit Authority, 1998 ridership data. 
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and expensive during rush hour, involving two bridge crossings along a 
heavily congested stretch of Interstate 80.  Ferries thus provide an attractive 
alternative means of travel for many San Francisco workers who live in 
Vallejo.  The Vallejo terminal provides ferry service primarily to the San 
Francisco Ferry Building, but also to Fisherman’s Wharf. 
 
i. Existing Conditions 

♦ The terminal, shown in Figure 3-3, is located at the mouth of the Napa 
river along a straight coastline.  The land/water ratio in the ½-mile radius 
of the terminal is roughly 50 percent land.8  The terminal is separated 
from Vallejo’s compact downtown core by large parking lots. 

♦ Two different models of development are evident within a ½-mile radius 
of the station area: traditional urbanism in the historic center 
characterized by small blocks laid out on a regular grid pattern versus 
large-scale, industrial and auto-oriented development along the shoreline 
and in all other surrounding areas.  

♦ As Figure 3-3 shows, Vallejo currently has 1,836 housing units within a 
½-mile radius of the terminal.  Table 3-3 also shows that there are 
currently about 2,000 jobs within a ½-mile of the terminal; this number 
is projected to rise over twofold to 4,126 by 2030. 

♦ As Table 3-2 shows, Vallejo is one of the busier ferry terminals in the Bay 
Area, with 1,900 boardings daily.  The vast majority of patrons – close to 
90 percent – access the terminal by automobile.  The farebox recovery 
ratio for the Baylink/Vallejo ferry is among the region’s highest at 69 
percent. 9 

 

                                                         
8 This excludes the industrial lands that are located on the opposite site of the 

Napa River. 
9 San Francisco Bay Area Water Transit Authority, 2003, A Strategy to 

Improve Public Transit with an Environmentally Friendly Transit System: Final 
Implementation and Operations Plan, page 15. 
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ii.  Potential for TOD 

♦ The Mare Island Naval Shipyard closed in 1996, creating a significant 
economic shift for Downtown Vallejo.  The City began a long 
redevelopment process in 1997, focusing on existing assets such as the 
city’s pedestrian-oriented street grid, small blocks, wide sidewalks and 
mid-block alleys and passeos. 

♦ According to the Downtown Vallejo Specific Plan, up to 2,300 additional 
units and 600,000 square feet of commercial space are projected by 2025 
within the Specific Plan Area, an area that is entirely enclosed within a 
½-mile radius of the Vallejo Ferry Terminal.  The Downtown Vallejo 
Specific Plan identifies a number of parcels as “catalyst” and 
“opportunity” sites that make up over 40 percent of the total land area 
within the Specific Plan area.  Opportunity sites include City-owned 
public parking lots and parcels that have the potential for new 
development in the near- and longer-term.  The City has made many of 
these parking lots available for development. 

♦ Vallejo Station, one of two major transit-oriented developments 
currently being planned, includes 265 live/work units 75,000 square feet 
of office space on parking lots located between the ferry terminal and a 
future bus transfer center.  In order to support TOD-style development, 
the City will phase in innovative parking management policies such as 
shared parking and the coordination of on-street and off-street parking 
once parking lots are converted to higher uses. 

♦ Additional transit-oriented development is planned for sites located 
throughout the downtown.  Triad Communities L.L.C. intends to build 
seven mixed-use buildings with ground-floor retail and office space, in 
addition to 1,000 residential units on upper floors on city-owned parking 
lot sites. 

 
c. Harbor Bay Isle, Alameda 
Since Harbor Bay Isle is located on an island in the East Bay, getting to San 
Francisco means crossing two bodies of water on congested bridges and 
roadways.  As such, ferries represent an attractive travel option for 
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commuters who want to avoid congestion during peak travel times.  The 
terminal, shown in Figure 3-4, provides ferry service to the San Francisco 
Ferry Building. 
 
i. Existing Conditions 

♦ The terminal sits along a coastline that is mostly straight.  The 
land/water ratio within a ½-mile of the terminal is about 45 percent. 

♦ Concerns about the cost-effectiveness of the Alameda Harbor Bay Ferry 
have subsided recently, as the service has managed to remain above the 40 
percent farebox recovery level for most of 2005 and 2006.  

♦ There are 250 free parking spaces at the terminal.  According to the 
Alameda Oakland Ferry Service, the lot is only 40 percent occupied on 
an average weekday. 

♦ The urban fabric in the terminal area is more suburban and auto-oriented 
in character than either Sausalito or Vallejo, consisting almost exclusively 
of single family residences on large lots overlaid on a curvilinear street 
grid.  In spite of this, there are over 1,200 housing units within the ½-
mile radius of the terminal.  The ferry terminal is poorly connected to 
the surrounding neighborhood.  

♦ As Table 3-2 shows, access mode predictions for 2025 show that slightly 
less than half of ferry patrons will drive to the terminal.  A roughly equal 
number of riders will walk to the terminal and about six percent will ride 
transit. 

 
ii. Potential for TOD 

♦ There are two large undeveloped sites along the coastline.  Aside from 
these two sites, the entire seems unlikely to be able to accommodate new 
development. 

♦ Existing development around the terminal is not pedestrian-oriented, and 
opportunity sites nearby are limited.  Even if vacant sites are developed as 
mixed-use, pedestrian-oriented districts, these districts would stand as  
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isolated entities that have no potential to be TOD connected to the 
surrounding urban fabric. 

♦ Water transit is attractive to those who live within walking distance of 
the ferry terminal.  However, according to market research 
commissioned by the by the Alameda Oakland Ferry Service, the bulk of 
this market has likely already been captured.  As such, this market report 
suggests that any growth in ridership is likely to come from San 
Francisco workers who live within a five- to ten-minute drive from Bay 
Harbor terminal and will park and ride.10 

♦ Given that the terminal parking lot is significantly underused, it could 
potentially accommodate future development. 

 
iii. Existing Conditions 

♦ The terminal sits along a coastline that is mostly straight. 

♦ The land/water ratio within a ½-mile of the terminal is about 45 percent. 

♦ The urban fabric in the terminal area is more suburban and auto-oriented 
in character than either Sausalito or Vallejo, consisting almost exclusively 
of single family residences on large lots.  In spite of this, there are over 
1,200 housing units within the half-mile radius of the terminal. 

♦ As Table 3-2 shows, access mode predictions for 2025 show that slightly 
less than half of ferry patrons will drive to the terminal.  A roughly equal 
number of riders will walk to the terminal and about six percent will take 
transit.  

♦ The street network is curvilinear and the terminal is not well-connected 
to it. 

 

                                                         
10 City of Alameda, Alameda Harbor Bay Ferry Marketing Action Plan 

("MAP"), 2004.  (http://www.alamedaharborbayferry.com/Final_MAP.pdf) 
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iv. Potential for TOD 

♦ There are two large undeveloped sites along the coastline.  Aside from 
these two sites, the entire area is built out and seems unlikely to be able 
to accommodate new TOD development. 

♦ Existing development around the terminal is not pedestrian-oriented, and 
opportunity sites nearby are limited.  Even if vacant sites are developed as 
mixed-use, pedestrian-oriented districts, these districts would stand as 
isolated entities that have no potential to be TOD connected to the 
surrounding urban fabric.  

 
d. Berkeley  
Berkeley, home to the University of California’s main campus, is located 10 
miles across the San Francisco Bay from the downtown San Francisco ferry 
terminal.  The proposed ferry service, which would provide an alternative 
means of transportation between a large, job-rich inner-Bay city and 
downtown San Francisco, is billed as a congestion relief project.  The planned 
Berkeley ferry route is expected to serve Berkeley residents who work in San 
Francisco, as well as students who live in San Francisco and commute to the 
UC Berkeley campus. 
 
i. Existing Conditions 

♦ The exact location of the proposed Berkeley terminal has not yet been 
determined.  However, the Water Transit Authority is considering four 
possible sites, including: 
 near the Double Tree Dock at Berkeley Marina 
 directly south of the nearby Berkeley Pier 
 at the foot of Gilman Street in Berkeley 
 at the foot of Buchanan Street in Albany 

♦ Figure 3-5 shows the proposed ferry terminal site located in the Berkeley 
Marina at the foot of University Avenue, widely considered to be the 
most likely location. 
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♦ The entire Berkeley shoreline is separated from the rest of Berkeley by 
Interstate 80, a heavily traveled ten-lane interstate freeway. 

♦ Near the Berkeley Marina locations, there are large parking lots and little 
other development aside from a Marriott hotel. 

♦ Excluding live-aboard boats, there are virtually no housing units in the 
terminal area, as shown in Figure 3-5.  

♦ As Table 3-3 shows, there are roughly 100 jobs within a ½-mile of the 
terminal. 

♦ Table 3-2 shows that the vast majority – almost 80 percent – of ferry 
riders are projected to drive to the terminal.  About 19 percent are 
projected to use transit and 2 percent are projected to walk.  The low 
walk access mode can be explained by the fact that the proposed terminal 
is located west of Interstate 80, far from residential areas. 

 
ii. Potential for TOD 

♦ The potential for development around the planned Berkeley ferry 
terminal appears limited because it will sit in the middle of newly-
established parklands where development would be politically 
contentious. 

♦ If intensification in the above-mentioned locations is not possible, the 
Berkeley terminal will not be MTC TOD standards for residential 
density.  However, given the congestion relief potential of the terminal, 
we are recommending alternative tests for terminals such as Berkeley 
with environmental and/or land use constraints.  Those alternatives are 
discussed in Chapter 4. 

 
e. Oyster Point, South San Francisco  
This proposed ferry terminal would provide service between Oakland / Jack 
London Square and South San Francisco.  South San Francisco would be the 
destination for this route.  For the many East Bay residents who work in 
South San Francisco, this ferry service would provide an attractive alternative 
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mode of transportation to driving across the congested Bay Bridge, the San 
Mateo Bridge and up and down Highway 101. 
 
i. Existing Conditions 

♦ The planned South San Francisco terminal will be located in the Oyster 
Point Marina, as shown in Figure 3-6.  The area surrounding this location 
is a large single-use employment center characterized by large buildings 
surrounded by large parking lots. 

♦ The land/water ratio in the ½-mile radius surrounding this site is about 
25 percent land.  Most of this land is occupied by parking lots. 

♦ Oyster Point Boulevard is the only road that leads to this ferry terminal 
location.  The surrounding street grid consists of large, irregularly shaped 
blocks. 

♦ There are virtually no residences within a ½-mile radius of the proposed 
terminal, and there is a restriction to building residences due to 
proximity to the San Francisco Airport. 

♦ As Table 3-3 shows, there are an estimated 2,545 jobs within a ½-mile 
radius of the terminal.  By 2030, the number is projected to increase to 
over 6,000.  

♦ Bioscience companies have a strong presence in the area and employ over 
6,100 people.  Genentech, South San Francisco’s largest employer, has 
over 5,000 employees alone.  Other major employers include UPS, 
Hitachi and Toshiba. 

 
ii. Potential for TOD 

♦ As discussed above, restrictions on residential development around San 
Francisco International Airport mean that South San Francisco will not 
be able to attract any housing. 

♦ Given the scale of development at Oyster Point, providing good 
connections to the terminal via shuttle buses or other mean will be key  
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